THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
of slaves was stopped in consequence, production began
to decline. Soon a lack of working hands made itself
felt, which became so acute that the owners of the large
estates in Italy began to kidnap wanderers and travellers
on solitary roads, and the emperors saw themselves
compelled to issue several decrees against this crying
abuse. As no slaves could be found, agriculture devolved
upon half-free serfs, the so-called coloni, who did com-
pulsory labour. Trade dried up, the cities fell into ruin.1
When we consider that beside all these calamities there
was a growing scarcity of precious metals, and if we add
to these economic circumstances the pernicious effects
of a wrong distribution of power, we must ascribe great
importance to these changes.
Other authors see the cause in the mixture of races
and the deterioration of the ruling race by intermarriages
with slaves and freedmen. Intermixture was encouraged
by the extension of civil rights to all the inhabitants of
the Empire, and there may be some truth in the opinion
that the consequences for the quality of the Roman race
were not always desirable; in particular, admixture
with some Oriental races may have made the Romans
more willing to submit to despotic rule. It must, how-
ever, be taken into consideration that the blood of some
very warlike and independent races like the Celts, the
Germans, the Jews and the Arabs, was mingled with
that of the Italian race. Vilfredo Pareto holds the
opinion that the growing rigidity and uniformity of
thoughts and customs, the " ossification " of all institu-
tions and the bad " circulation of the elites " due to this
rigidity, was the essential cause of the decline and fall.
1 Max Weber," Die sozialen Grunde des Untergangs der antiken Welt",
in Die Wafarkeit (Stuttgart, 1896), vol. 6, no. 3, pp. 457 sqq.
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